THE EUROPE OF CHARLES II
City, the country gentlemen, were all as sure in 1668 that
Belgium must not be conquered by the greatest military
power on the Continent as were all parties and classes in
the British Empire in August 1914. A mystery veiling an
instinct!
If resistance to France were possible, still more if it were
profitable, the King and Arlington were prepared to make an
effort. They sounded the Courts of Europe : but the replies
which they received from every quarter were universally dis-
couraging. Spain was utterly incapable of defending her
assaulted province. Without English or Dutch shipping she
could not even reach it. Yet voluntarily Spain would not
yield an inch. The Dutch would not attack France. If
strongly supported, they would seek to limit the French
territorial gains, but would agree to many of them, and all at
the expense of Spain. The Emperor, whatever his Ambassa-
dor in London might say, seemed curiously backward. He
would make no offensive alliance, least of all with heretics.
In fact, as we now know, he was during these very months
framing a secret treaty with France for the future partition of
the whole Spanish Empire. The Great Elector would not
move without subsidies which the Dutch would not and the
Spanish could not give him. He was nervous of Sweden,
and if the French gave him a free hand in Poland he would
not oppose their progress in the west. Truly a depressing
prospect for a coalition against the dominating, centralized
might of France, wielded by a single man.
In a spirit which it is easy to call * cold-blooded * and
' cynical * Charles and Arlington next examined the possibility
of persuading France to let England share in her winnings,
in return for English support in a war against Holland. Here
they encountered a sharp rebuff. Louis, who hoped to
obtain Belgium without coming to actual war with Holland,
was not prepared to barter Spanish colonies against an English
alliance, or still less against English neutrality. Both alterna-
tives having thus been unsentimentally explored, Charles,
with natural and obvious misgivings, took his decision to
oppose France. He sent Sir William Temple to The Hague
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